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We then, who are this new soul, know 
by middlemarch 


Summary 


If someone knocked on the door, it went unheard. 


As soon as he touched her, she knew she could not wait. 


Notes 


See the end of the work for notes 


Chapter 1 


Alina told herself she had not planned it and that was very nearly true. It was so close, she 
was so close, that she let herself simply feel: Aleksander’s hands unfastening the jeweled 
buttons of her kefta, slipping beneath to touch her through the silk shift that was the barest 
veil, his mouth on hers and then against her throat, tasting her lips, her pulse, trailing down 
between her breasts to press kiss after kiss against her heart, and then back at her lips, 
murmuring moya dusha as if it were a prayer and he a true believer. 


“Take me--take me to your bed,” she whispered, feeling the ease of his desperation, the 
escalation of his excitement, and then he’d swept her up from the table and into his arms, 
through the door to his most private room. The wide bed was covered with a silk coverlet in 
an indigo deeper than any black and the moon was enough to light them both. She lay back, 
her kefta spread beneath her like a butterfly’s wings and for a moment, he only looked at her 
but she saw everything in his eyes, everything he meant her to see and the rest, the old grief 
and longing, the hopeless rage that had animated him for lifetimes. He started to shrug off his 
own kefta, a hand at his buttoned collar, the other at the crest of her hip, but she stopped him. 


“Leave it, Sasha.” 


“You're sure?” he said, meaning did she want him, want this, calling her power forth to 
answer him along with her mind and her heart. 


“T am. I have been. I will be,” she promised and still he did not move. 
“Have you done this before?” he asked. 
“Yes,” she said. “And no, because only you Summon me.” 


“You honor me, milaya,” he said, dropping the hand at his neck to her cheek, stroking along 
her jaw with his thumb and then across her lower lip. “I will please you, I promise.” 


“You are. You do. You will,” she said, turning her face to kiss the inside of his wrist. 
Reaching a hand up to the back of his head to draw him down to her. Bending her knee to 
beckon him. 


He did not require further invitation. The shift he dealt with swiftly and he had her crying out 
with the skill of his hands at her thighs and then his soft, hot mouth, his tongue; her joy was 
not enough, she knew that, and she kissed the taste of herself from his lips, urging him on. He 
pulled back the barest distance to free himself while she watched him become even more 
beautiful. 


“You’re sure,” he repeated and she nodded, stroking her hand down the sleek back of his 
kefta, bringing him to her. She was ready, eager to feel him, to see his face when he began; 
the light in his dark eyes was as overwhelming as when she had first called forth the Sun in 
his presence, when he had looked only at her with pride and wonder. 


More she said and yes and oh, Sasha, oh and he kept the ardent rhythm of their striving, each 
time bringing them both closer to ecstasy. There was hardly breath left in her lungs, hardly a 
thought within her mind other than to hold him, to feel him even more, his skin against hers, 
his cock moving within her as he murmured the most beautiful, most filthy endearments into 
her ear, and then there was the moment she had known would come and she spoke. 


“T call forth your Shadow, Aleksander, to me, beloved, to be made my own.” 


He could not pause, not when they were joined so intensely, when she clung to him in every 
way. He could do nothing but answer her. 


“T call forth your Sun, Alina, to me, beloved, to be made my own,” he said, each word an 
astonishment to them both and exactly what Alina had expected. The power in them was a 
suffusing warmth and an impossible, annihilating thrill and they came, Aleksander just before 
she did, his skin glowing with her light. She held him close, crooning something wordless in 
his ear as he lay upon her, his shadow within her with his spend. Soon enough, his collapse 
became his embrace again. 


“It is done,” he said quietly, rolling off her but pulling her to his side, her face against his 
bare chest. Her loosened hair was tangled, catching in the jet buttons of his kefta and he very 
gently pulled it free and wrapped it around his finger, tugging a little so that she would look 
at him. 


“Tt was in the library. In the book of the Stag. I thought you must know,” she said. “The book 
wasn’t hidden, the pages were clean, unmarked. I didn’t let the Apparat distract me.” 


She had read for what seemed like hours, the blink of an eye. Each page had seemed to 
answer a question she already had and a half-dozen others she hadn’t thought to ask. She had 
thought of Genya’s advice and the gifts the Darkling had given her, the filets, the kefta, the 
sound of tears unshed. She had lived by being a scavenger, by taking every chance, and by 
never letting go. She had memorized the words, saying them to herself when she woke, when 
she walked to Baghra’s chamber and while Genya studied her face before making her lips the 
red of a late summer rose. 


“T should have known. I didn’t think you would read that,” he said. 


“T read everything. How else am I to learn?” she replied. “I thought that if you knew, you 
wouldn’t ask.” 


“For fear of you saying no?” he asked. 


“For fear of saying yes without understanding,” she said. “I’m still not sure I did it right. 
Fairly.” 


“IT knew enough,” he said. “As entranced with you as I was, as much as I wanted you, 
Alinochka moya, I could have said no. Or nothing.” 


She did not believe him. Or rather, she didn’t believe he knew himself that well; she had seen 
his eyes, dazed and almost drugged by the crescendo of power and lust and tenderness 


between them. He couldn’t have spoken otherwise, he could not have kept quiet and if he 
didn’t know that, she would have to carry the burden of it alone. He had carried many others 
for many years. She would have to grow strong enough for this one, to make it the work of a 
breath. 


“Baghra won’t like it,” she said. It was a warning and he wasn’t used to listening to those. 
“No, she won’t,” he agreed. 
“You don’t care?” she asked. 


“T find, I very much find that I don’t give a damn,” he said, sounding young as she’d never 
heard him before. 


“She would’ve made me a pawn. You might have destroyed us,” Alina said, wanting to cup 
his bearded cheek, to trace the loveliness of his brow, the subtle dip of his temple. “You 
needed what I am.” 


“A balance, light for my dark,” he offered. “Sweet water for salt.” 


“A mapmaker. Someone used to finding their way through the wilderness. Finding their way 
back,” she said. “I told you when we first met but you didn’t listen.” 


He laughed and pulled her down for a kiss, very soft and long and almost like a blessing 
except for the way he gasped into her mouth fuck, milaya. She broke away, resting her palm 
against his pounding heart as it slowed. 


“So you accept it,” she said. 


“T must,” he said. “But I do, moya dusha. I accept the marriage of the two keftas you have 
made between us, my Lady. I accept it and you.” 


“Then the rest will follow,” she said. “I think we can sleep now and attend to the world in the 
morning.” 


“Are we allowed to take these off?” he asked, touching the sleeve of her kefta and the seam 
that flared at her hip. “I’d like to feel nothing but your skin.” 


“Yes, they’ve done their work for tonight,” she said, shrugging the heavy silk from her 
shoulders, feeling him touch her there for the first time and sighing with the pleasure of it. 
The keftas lay on the floor, the fabric too heavy to wrinkle; they would only need a little 
shaking out when they rose to dress well after dawn. 


Chapter 2 


“They will say I seduced you. The other Grisha and the court,” Aleksander remarked, 
stroking one finger along the dip of her waist and across the fine crest of her hipbone. It was 
a cloudy morning, the light muted as it spilled across the bed. Their marriage-bed, which as 
such would now become an heirloom; whatever else they might wish to change in the room, 
the bed must remain as it was, only to take on a richer patina over the years with the regular 
application of beeswax and memory. Alina had slept in his arms the whole night through, 
moving with him as easily as following him through the steps of a dance. She seemed to like 
best to lay her head on his chest, her palm flat against his heart. They’d woken thus, her 
drowsy dark eyes very beautiful, even more as he saw her remembering the night, the vows 
they’d made, the still sea of their mingled power. Aleksander, for all his longevity, had never 
had a morning so new, so necessary. He felt he could say anything. He felt he must say what 
he’d understood when he opened his own eyes and saw the way the coverlet had shifted, the 
delicate, mandolin curve of her spine and the tangle of her unplaited black hair. 


“And how will we use that to our advantage?” Alina said. Will and not can, we and not you, 
pronouncing the words with enough care that he would hear and nod and kiss her first before 
he answered. 


“That depends on how well it suits you to play the naif, to tailor yourself so that even Genya 
is deceived,” he said. “On whether this is shatranj or biritch.” 


“T suppose I’ve got to decide quickly,” she said. 


“Not too quickly,” he replied, moving his hand up to caress her breast. “I’ve risen later and as 
long as the doors are closed, no servants will enter. Last night was a ceremony, it was a 
transfiguration, my Lady, but this morning, we could simply... play.” 


“Play at marriage?” Alina said, already arching towards him. 


“Tf that’s what you want it to be,” he said, teasing her with his beard, with deft fingers and 
those dark eyes so bright, almost young again. 


“What do you want, Sasha?” 
“For you to laugh in our bed,” he replied. 
“I’m not ticklish,” she warned. “It may be harder than you think.” 


“Perhaps that won’t be why you are laughing, milaya,” he said, pulling her atop him, letting 
her feel how much he wanted her. 


“I’ve underestimated you,” she said into his mouth as she shifted her hips, making them both 
gasp a little. There was a light around her, unsummoned, untailored, only Alina who was 
looking at him with delight, as if he was only this man, Aleksander Morozova in bed with his 
bride. 


“Tt’s easy to do,” he agreed. He ran his hand down her spine and then moved, bringing them 
together, grinning at the lovely, dazed look in her eyes before she gave a low, throaty chuckle, 
a sound he was certain no one else had ever heard. 


“What comes after laughter?” she asked. He put his hands at her narrow waist. They wouldn’t 
stay there long. She had an acute attunement to him, borne of their powers or simply her love. 
She didn’t need his guidance, only his hunger. 


“T like it when you cry out my name,” he said. “But let’s see, shall we?” 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 
“Don’t,” Alina said, startling him. Stopping him as she hadn’t before, when everything had 
been welcome. He let his hand fall to his side, waited for her to speak. 


“Last night, I said they’d done their work,” she said, gesturing at the kefta he’d picked up 
from the floor beside the bed where she lay propped up against the pillows, the linen sheet 
wrapped around her like a courtesan instead of a wedded wife. “You can’t wear that today.” 


“T can’t? Why?” 


“Because the marriage of the two keftas, it requires otherwise,” she explained. “To be 
complete. Sealed.” 


“Consummation was not...sufficient?” he asked, remembering his vow and hers, how she 
had felt in his arms, her soft dark eyes fierce. 


“No,” she said. “In the wardrobe, I put them in the wardrobe, wrapped in linen.” 
“That was a risk,” he said. “That I’d find them too soon.” 


“Not really,” she answered. “Genya spoke with your body servants. You wear what they put 
out when you are in the Little Palace. It’s been a long time since you were a simple soldier. 
You don’t dress yourself, moi soverenyi.” 


He walked over to the wardrobe and opened it, took out the two shrouded garments. 


“Ts there any ceremony to putting them on? Must I make a burnt offering? I can’t recall, I 
didn’t study the old rites as carefully as you have,” he said. 


“You’re angry,” she said. “I knew you might be—” 


“T’m not angry, Alinochka. I’m not used to having someone with such forethought at my 
side,” he said. 


“ey >m sorry—” 


“I’m not sorry,” he interrupted, feeling the weight of the fabric, remembering how light she 
had been in his arms, how his heart clamored within him to hold her close. 


“T was going to say, I’m sorry, but I would still have done it over again. It was the only way 
forward,” she said. 


“You were right, milaya,” he said, unwinding the linen, revealing the most exquisite kefta 
he’d ever seen. Alina was looking at his face, not what he held in his hands. 


“What is this?” he asked. He could not recognize the handiwork of any Grisha in the Little 
Palace; only the length and sheen of the Corecloth was familiar. 


“It is your kefta, Aleksander. The kefta of my husband,” she said, as he examined the 
embroidery, saw the rare gold silk lining it, able to tell that it would fit perfectly. “It is the 
work of our life. Only Genya and Botkin and the embroiderer know I made the commission, 
not you. They won’t speak of it unless we ask them.” 


“Lady, you honor me,” he said. 


“No, Sasha, I love you,” she said. “I want you to know, because they aren’t the same but the 
rest of the Grisha will think they are when they see us.” 


“And that must be today?” 


“Yes. They will all know, when they see us in the keftas, they will remember what they were 
taught. What they thought was only a myth,” Alina said. “I can’t think any of the rest will 
have read the book. Maybe David, but he’Il only notice we’ve done it correctly.” 


“There has not been a marriage of two keftas for generations,” he said. “There was too much 
concern about merzost.” 


“That’s why it was the only way for us,” she said. “And I think they must think it was all 
your idea or I will be the witch the driiskelle call all of us, the ilbechin who beguiled the 
Darkling. A monster. Even Baghra will say it.” 


“T don’t care about them,” he said, passionate as he’d been when he was first a young man. 


“Yes, you do,” she said. “I wouldn’t have made this marriage with you if you hadn’t told me 
what grief you carried. No one else needs to know what’s gone on between us. The truth 
doesn’t require an audience.” 


“Alinochka—” 
“Help me dress,” she said, slipping from the bed, bare to his gaze. “Please.” 


“Yes, my Lady. As you will,” he said. He laid his kefta on the bed and brought hers over, 
taking up the shift he’d thrown to the floor and offering it to her. He was surprised when she 
laughed as she pulled it over her head. 


“This isn’t anything special, it’s only there’s a little trick to the fastening of mine and I 
thought it would be easier if you helped,” she said, turning her back to him so he could ease 
the sleeves over her arms as she’d once done for him. “I just thought you’d like this, Sasha.” 


“Oh, I do.” He ducked his head to kiss her temple, her cheekbone, reached over and angled 
her face up towards his; before he kissed her again, he took in the way her throat was hidden 
by the kefta’s collar, the curve of her breast, her hand gripping his wrist to keep her balance. 
“What a jewel you are, Alina.” 


“Not a jewel,” she said. “Only a mapmaker who wants to find her way home.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Ilbechin is a Mongolian word for sorceress, according to Google ;) 


Chapter 4 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Blessed Perun, Mokosh and Stribog!” Zoya exclaimed. The glass she had been filling with 
water overflowed, splashing onto the cobalt blue skirt of her kefta and she hurried to set the 
crystal pitcher down. 


“What’s happened?” Nadia asked, looking around and then seeing what Zoya had. “Sankta 
Maradi—” 


“He’s done it then,” Ivan said grimly and Fedyor smiled, patting him on the forearm. 
“They look content. It’s a good thing, it will be.” 


“It seems so,” Genya replied, a hint of a smile around her lips, her eyes bright as she gazed at 
the threshold. 


“Oh, that’s interesting,” David said, squinting a little at Alina and Aleksander standing in the 
entrance to the Great Hall of the Little Palace. “I hadn’t expected to see a marriage of the two 
keftas in my lifetime but it does offer a number of advantages. And they got the embroidery 
right at the collar and the sleeves, the hems too. Well-executed all around. I’d like to see the 
seams, how they were managed, and what they did with the lining—” 


“Sshh,” Genya hushed. “Later, after it’s quiet again, you can invite them to your workshop 
ot" 


“What have you done?” Baghra cried, pushing forward, pausing between each word, glaring 
at Aleksander and Alina as if she’d like to strike them both with her birch rod. It was rare that 
she came to the Great Hall. Had she been invited or had the power of the ritual drawn her 
forth from her hut? “What have you wrought, General?” 


“We have made the marriage of two keftas, Madame,” Aleksander said. “As you can plainly 
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see. 
“The marriage of the two keftas,” she repeated. 


“Yes. You may offer us your joy or stay silent,” he said coolly. “Your choice is immaterial to 
me, but Lady Kirigana is perhaps of another mind.” 


“It’s for the best,” Alina said, taking a step towards Baghra, her hand outstretched. No one 
could fail to notice her slender wrist was bare beneath the cuff of the kefta; she wore no 
bridal bracelet and needed none, the kefta itself evidence they had performed the wedding. 
Genya would have known from the color in Alina’s untailored face and Zoya from the 
alteration in Aleksander’s eyes, but it was the garments they had all recognized as the final 
sealing. “All will be well—” 


“Tt’s an abomination!” Baghra choked. “A violation—” 
“No,” Alina said. “You’re wrong.” 


“Tt’s merzost,” Baghra said, as if that was all that could be said, brooking no argument. She 
directed the words at Aleksander, as if he alone were responsible, he alone capable of 
understanding her revulsion. Her anguish. 


“It is merzost,” Alina said and Aleksander inclined his head in agreement. “It was necessary.” 
“You foolish girl,’ Baghra said. “To hold yourself so cheaply—" 


“T will have your apology for that,” Aleksander said. “You address my Lady and she is due 
respect as the Sun Summoner.” 


“And if I refuse, General, what then? Shall you exile a Grisha from the Little Palace for 
speaking the truth? Because you cannot help yourself from taking—” 


“Enough,” Aleksander said and everyone in the room felt it in their marrow, the resonance of 
the word more final than any heartrending. “Enough,” he repeated, this time the word 
providing an unexpected relief, as if he’d held back the tidal wave that might destroy them 
and the sea had once again become calm and clear as glass. 


“To be Grisha is to know there 1s more than one world,” Aleksander said. To each one, his 
voice sounded as it needed to be; Ivan heard command, Zoya praise. Genya perceived his 
acknowledgement and David permission. Alina heard grief and the peace to be sought, 
consolation; she heard her own words spoken in his voice, so they would be attended to. “To 
be of more than one world. To go beyond and within, some just beneath the surface, others 
delving more deeply. To be a danger and to be in danger. We survive together. We thrive in 
covenant, that we trust each other and that we challenge each other. It is merzost that a 
marriage of the two keftas is made and merzost that we cannot turn our faces from, as if we 
were children, afraid of the dark. Blinded by the light. There is a way through, a passage for 
pilgrims, and that is what we have undertaken, we two Summoners Elemental, not because 
we wish to rule, but because we seek to be made whole, we two, we Grisha, we people of 
Mir.” 


There was quiet then, such a hush as had never fallen on the Little Palace. Baghra gazed at 
Aleksander and shook her head. It was Botkin who broke it, walking up to Alina and taking 
her hand very lightly in his, the way he might hold a live grenatki. 


“Lady Kirigana, joy of your joining, the marriage of the two keftas,” he said and then bowed 
his head slightly and let her hand fall away. 


“Master Botkin, I—" Alina began to speak but Aleksander took her hand in his and she 
stopped. She began again, her tone very formal, “We rejoice in your offering.” 


The felicitations went on, each of the Grisha present giving the customary blessing and 
receiving the required response, though Alina could not keep the smile from her voice when 


Genya spoke and David’s fingers grazed her sleeve, his eyes widening when he saw the rich 
yellow silk lining. As they had all known, Baghra was last. 


“Lady Kirigana,” she said so that they might all hear how richly beautiful her voice was, how 
capable of song and curses. Aleksander alone recognized it, the voice of his mother in the 
night. “I cannot wish you joy of your joining.” 


Aleksander tightened his grasp on Alina’s hand, felt the surge of their power. She was his 
mother and it would take nothing to cut her down. 


“The marriage of the two keftas is merzost,” Baghra declared. ““Merzost does not require my 
joy. Nor my affirmation. Merzost is the making at the heart of the world, it is everything and 
it cannot be denied once invoked. Lady Kirigana, peace unto you and to you, General. It is 
not easily found, no matter how avidly sought. I, among the thousands, know this to be true.” 


“We give you leave,” Aleksander said. The hand that did not hold Alina’s was clenched in a 
fist and the air trembled around it as if it knew the shadow was nigh. 


“Will you not stay for the pastila?” Alina asked. “For there is to be found not joy, but 
comfort.” 


Baghra looked at Alina and then Aleksander, her eyes resting on her son, who looked so 
much his like father. Who would not speak to her, would turn his face away; she let her own 
power drift forth and understood something he hadn’t expected her to, what had led to the 
marriage and how it had been made, as a flower, the seed tended, the blooming uncontrolled. 


“Please,” Alina said very softly. They both knew she would not say it again. 


“T will stay for a glass of wine,” Baghra said. “One poured out by Alina Kirigana.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Pastila (Russian: nacruma) is a traditional Russian fruit confectionery (pate de fruits). It 
has been described as "small squares of pressed fruit paste" and "light, airy puffs with a 
delicate apple flavor". In Imperial Russia, the "small jellied sweetmeats" were served for 
tea "with a white foamy top, a bit like marshmallow, but tasting of pure fruit." In the 
19th century, pastila was made from sourish Russian apples such as Antonovka or 
mashed Northern berries (lingonberry, rowan, currants) sweetened with honey or sugar 
and lightened with egg whites. The paste was baked in the Russian oven for many hours, 
then arranged in several layers inside an alder box and then left to dry in the same oven. 
In Imperial Russia, pastila was considered an expensive treat. Priced at one rouble and a 
half, it was produced at noblemen's manors by serf labor. The cheapest pastila was made 
with honey instead of sugar. The Russian stove afforded two days of steadily 
diminishing heat to bake the fruit paste. A Tatar variety was strained through a fine 
sieve, which helped keep apple seeds intact. 


The apples/wine reference at the end of the chapter is "stay me with flagons, comfort me 
with apples" from the Song of Solomon. 


Mir: peace/world 


Perun: The Slavic god of the sky, thunder and war. Perun looks like a warrior with 
muscles and an impressive, copper beard. He may also be carrying a sledgehammer or a 
bow and arrow. He was Vladimir’s favorite and considered to be the most powerful and 
the highest god in the temple. 


Stribog: Stribog is the son of Perun and god of winds, air and sky. Created from the 
wind of a swinging hammer, he is a god who is always on the move. He roams in open 
spaces and can squeeze into the tiniest of openings. 


End Notes 


Title is from John Donne's "The Ecstasy." 
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